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Language, as a basilic sign of expressing thought and communicating information in 
human being’s life, has been evolving continuously for thousands of years and it 
seems to be endless in humanity’s use. For thousands of years, innumerable scholars 
have been keen to talk about language naissance and its development. They try to seek 
what relations there are between linguistic sign’s form and its concept. 
Tracing back to its historical research, language study is often entangled with the 
philosophy. Ancient Greek philosophers’ arguments about language at large focused 
on whether language is natural or conventional. These two viewpoints are discussed 
for the most in Plato’s Cratylus: According to Cratylus, the association between a 
word and its symbolization is non-arbitrary and non-voluntary, that is, the link 
between them is neither conventional nor personally defined; while Hemogenes, on 
the opposite, stated that the only principle in language is convention and agreement, 
“there is no name given to anything by nature; all is convention and habit of the 
users”, and the lexis is chosen by personal will. From then on, scholars continue their 
argument on linguistic signs’ association with their entities unceasingly through the 
disputes between nominalism and realism, rationalism and empiricism, to today’s 
extremely fierce debate on arbitrariness and iconicity. Saussure, as the father of 
modern linguistics, proposed his arbitrariness principle, which would of course have 
its great influence. The principle has been widely approved as the basic principle of 
linguistic sign for a long time. However, since Peirce’s iconicity in his semiotic theory 
has been applied to the linguistics, and owing to the further acknowledgement of 
linguistic motivatedness, researchers argue strongly in favour of iconicity in language. 
They have gone so far even to reject the existence of arbitrariness principle in 
linguosemiotics. 
After a survey of concerned theoretical development, this thesis depicts Saussure’s 
arbitrariness principle together with later linguists’ brief comments on it, and 
synthesized Peirce’s iconicity theory to conclude that both principles coexist in 
language and exert their due influence on words’ formation and their development. It 
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whether language is arbitrary or iconic for arbitrariness and iconicity are opposite and 
complementary to each other. They both affect lexical choice: arbitrariness does not 
exist in a powerful and unconstrained style, and language is not under arbitrariness 
principle’ unidirectional control; motivatedness stipulates arbitrariness principle’s 
operation, and without motivatedness, arbitrariness will count for nothing, or even say, 
the ‘sign’ won’t be linguistic sign any more. Meanwhile, motivatedness survives and 
develops from arbitrariness for it is arbitrariness that makes iconic choice being more 
alternative, and then makes language become richer and favor it on the way of 
development. As for this point, Saussure stated indistinctly in his Course: “There 
exists no language in which nothing at all is motivated. Even to conceive of such a 
language is an impossibility by definition. Between the two extremes – minimum of 
organization and minimum of atbitrariness – all possible varieties are found. 
Languages always exhibit features of both kinds – intrinsically atbitrary and relatively 
motivated – but in very varying proportions. This is an important characteristic, which 
may have to be taken into account in classifying languages.” Shi Anshi also has the 
elaboration: both arbitrariness and motivatedness are proved to be existent universally. 
Each of them has its own content and range, and they do work compatibly. The 
acknowledgement of one does not exclude another. It is the interacted relation of the 
two that governs language’s self-organizing process. It’s inconsiderable to take any 
one-side position. Thus, instead of inquiring whether language is arbitrary or iconic, I 
would rather say that, in degrees, there exists differentia of linguistic arbitrariness and 
iconicity. 
On arbitrariness and iconicity, many researches are carried out at home and abroad. 
Saussure was “one of those thinkers for whom thinking is a constant process of 
intellectual renewal. His ideas developed in all kinds of ways.” as it is stated in the 
preface. His abstruse thought and intensified linguistic theory resulted in a lot of 
different interpreters and disputes. Therefore, it might be unlikely to posit his idea in a 
hurry according to his certain words, and in this thesis, it is to re-examine lexical 
sign’s arbitrariness and the relationship between arbitrariness and iconicity in the light 
of semiotics. 
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Languages are the basilic signs in human being’s life as instrument of expressing 
thought and communicating information, and it has been evolving for thousands of 
years. Language can be described as the most significant and colossal work that the 
human spirit has evolved. Earlier writers could define consciousness in a facile way as 
that which can be verbalized, or even argue that wordless thought is impossible 
(despite the counter-examples of chessplaying or composing music).  But in our 
present straits, we have to consider anew the meaning of the birth and character of 
language rather than assume it to be merely a neutral, if not benign, inevitable 
presence.  Philosophers and linguists are now forced to recognize the question with 
intensified interest; Gadamer, for example:  “Admittedly, the nature of language is 
one of the most mysterious questions that exists for man to ponder on.”1
Whether linguistic signs are arbitrary or not has remained a controversial issue among 
linguistic scholars since Saussure’s Cours de linguistique generale was published in 
1916. In his opinion, the essential feature of signs in a language is intrinsically 
arbitrary, i.e. there is no logical, intrinsic connexion between the meaning and the 
sound or the form of a word, which was adopted by most linguists for a long time. But 
it is noticed that not all the words in a language are arbitrary in recent years, due to the 
further acknowledgement of the existence of semiotic iconicity，some scholars argue 
strongly in favour of iconicity of language, and they have gone so far even to reject 
the existence of this essential characteristic of semiotic signs. To avoid going to 
extremes, this thesis tries to preliminarily study on the most important aspect of homo 
sapiens’ unique semiotic system, words’ formation and their development. 
Although linguistic arbitrariness has only been in heated argumentation for decades, it 
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can be retrospected to ancient time. In Plato and Aristotle era, a rifely disputable issue 
on language is whether it is ‘natural’ or ‘conventional’, which concerns intrinsical 
attributes of language. In the Cratylus, which is devoted to linguistic issues and 
references to language, Socrates is the main speaker debating with Hermogenes first 
and then Cratylus on the correctness of names. According to Cratylus, the association 
between a word and its symbolization is non-arbitrary and non-voluntary, that is, the 
link between them is neither conventional nor personally defined. While Hemogenes, 
on the opposite, stated that the only principle in language is convention and agreement, 
and “there is no name given to anything by nature; all is convention and habit of the 
users” (Cratylus). Plato seemed to take a neutral position, but as for in talking about 
the names of heroes and anthropos or the like, we would like to say that he is in 
partiality for Cratylus. Aristotle, Plato’s student, who holds a different view from his 
master, insists on the conventionalism. “By a noun we mean a sound significant by 
convention …The limitation ‘by convention’ was introduced because nothing is by 
nature a noun or name -- it is only so when it becomes a symbol; inarticulate sounds, 
such as those which brutes produce, are significant, yet none of these constitutes a 
noun.” (On Interpretation) It is also a similar case in China. The dispute between 
‘nominalism’ and ‘realism’ (名实之争)is related to ‘signifier’ and ‘signified’. Laozi is 
the first to bring forward this issue, “The Way that can be told of is not an Unvarying 
Way; the names that can be named are not unvarying names. It was from the 
Nameless that Heaven and Earth sprang; the named is but the mother that rears the ten 
thousand creatures, each after its kind.” (道可道，非常道；名可名，非常名。无名，
天地之始；有名，万物之母。)(Taoism). During the Warring States, the controversy on 
“the white horse is not a horse”(白马非马) between Gongsunlong (公孙龙)and Hui 
Shi(惠施), as well as Gongsunlong’s separation theory of hardness and whiteness(离
坚白) is relevant to the differentiation and common ground of things. The most 
well-known argumentation on name in linguistics is Xun Zi’s (荀子)《正名篇》: “名
无固宜，约之以命约定俗成谓之宜，异于约则谓之不宜”. The so-called “no name is 
ought to be appropriate; all are established by usage” is homologous to Saussure’s 















From the past decades of the last century, Chinese linguists re-read Saussure’s 
arbitrariness theory for they identify with the iconicity or motivation theory. Professor 
Xu Guozhang (1991) stated that linguistic units were constituted under the linguistic 
and social conditions; Professor Yang Xinzhang (1994) pointed out that social, 
cultural, and politic elements in language have been neglected in the arbitrariness 
theory; Professor Yu Haijiang (1994) brought forward words’ motivation from the 
relation of language and thought, external world. Their ideas are really to the point. 
But if some scholars declare that the iconicity theory is superior to the arbitrariness 
theory, or even think that the iconicity is the only character of language, I can not 
agree with them. Thus, to avoid going extremely, in this thesis, we will treat words as 
signs and preliminarily study it in light of semiotics with a survey on the theoretical 
development. 
In chapter one, it is a brief introduction to some basic terms on semiotics which will 
be mentioned in the thesis. Semiotics: the study of sign; sign: the combination of a 
concept and a sound pattern; signifier (signifiant) - the form which the sign takes, such 
as characters, sound, or whatever is perceivable; and signified (signifié) - the concept 
it represents, such as word’s meaning. Arbitrary: unmotivated, no natural connection 
between sound-image and concept, i.e., the signifier and the signified. Iconic: words’ 
naissance and development are motivated. 
In chapter two, I will mostly deal with the historical development of theories 
concerned before arbitrariness. In ancient time, Plato’s Craylus might be the earliest 
systemized theory studying languages. In this dialogue, two basic terms are 
introduced, nomos and physis. Nomos is translated as ‘convention’ while physis 
‘nature’. Nomos position holds that the connections between words and the things 
they referred to is conventional while physis view believes that words or names are 
correct by nature. In the later Middle Ages, the debate evolved into the conflict 
between nominalists and realists. The nominalists hold to the doctrine of Aristotle that 
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to the doctrine of Plato that there is a necessary connection between the words and the 
entities. Since the 17th century, western philosophical study slipped from ontology to 
epistemology. The dispute between naturalism and conventionalism developed into 
another controversial standpoint: rationalism and empiricism. Rationalists claim that 
there are significant ways in which our concepts and knowledge are gained 
independently of sense experience. Empiricists claim that sense experience is the 
ultimate source of all our concepts and knowledge. 
In the following two sections, it is about arguments on arbitrariness and iconicity in 
academic circle. Saussure’s sign is the combination of a concept and a sound image 
named as signified and signifier. In his opinion, the choice of the signifier for a 
signified is arbitrary; there is no natural connexion between signified and signifier and 
there is secondary motivatedness. After his arbitrariness principle advanced, 
supportive and negative attitudes of scholars appeared in the linguistic academic circle. 
To sum up, Saussure’s arbitrariness wins voice of support while he pays heavy 
attention to the inner relation to language system so that he turns to the signifier and 
the signified of a sign too much and treats language as a self-closed system. At around 
the same time, across the Atlantic closely related theoretical work was in progress as 
Charles Sanders Peirce was also formulating his own model of the sign. Peirce’s sign 
is well based on his theory of three universal categories (firstness, secondness and 
thirdness). According to him, the process of creating sign and making them 
meaningful are more than merely getting information out of them or making sense of 
them. Pierce develops the categories in order to account for the feeling, sensation, 
experience and conceptualization of signs. To correspond with the three categories, 
Peirce defines sign as consisting of three components: representamen, object and 
interpretant. In Peircean tradition, actually everything can be a sign, so his three types 
of signs do not amount to so-called linguistic signs. In most cases, we refer to icons in 
linguistics as what Peirce called hypoicons, which he outlined three kinds: images 
(sound symbolism, Chinese characters), diagrams (compounding words, affixes) and 
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